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Sarasota: Hardship and Tourism in the 1930s
by RUTHMARY BAUER

SUNSET

AT

SARASOTA

The poet's inspiration, the painter’s delight;
To any common mortal, a wonderful sight,
The sky iridescent, golden, amethyst, jade, pastel blue,
Reflected in waters of a deep emerald hue.
The bay truly beautiful as day gives way to night,
The wavelets all aglitter in the sun’s setting light,
Would stir the soul of Satan with feelings sublime;
May you see what I saw, and know the thrill that’s mine.
The lights along the causeway (a quiet artistic span
That unites fair Sarasota with the isle of St. Armand)
Twinkle in the twilight, like starlets in a sky of gold,
And mirror in the bay their beauty to behold.
No tourist should fail to view it where the sky is at its best.
Come here to Sarasota, you’ll be a welcome guest.
From the park before the Mira Mar when the sun begins to set,
You will behold a vision you never can forget.
Then view the gulf at Lido, and stroll along the strand;
Dip into its waters and dig into the sand;
See the nation’s beauties who come here to bathe
And sport upon the snow white beach or float upon the wave.
Back home you’d go rejoicing for having seen this land
And tell your friends about it with adjectives so grand.
They’d never spend a winter north ‘mid ice and drifting snow,
But haste to Sarasota where summer’s zephyrs blow.
Dr: C. McCue
Winter visitor from Goodells, Michigan
Sarasota Herald, March 4, 1930

F

1922 to 1926, Sarasota experienced the top-of-the-world
exhilaration of the great Florida land boom as it evolved from
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a frontier town into a modern city. During this crucial period Sarasotans debated the course of the city’s development. Some residents wanted the city to become a deepwater port while others,
among them developers John Ringling and Owen Burns, envisioned Sarasota as a metropolitan resort for the moderately wealthy
settler and the winter visitor. During the early and mid-1920s real
estate developers embarked on a flurry of new construction that included plush resort hotels, skyscrapers, and upscale residential
communities. The city’s first contemporary theater, the Edwards
Theater, staged its grand opening in April 1925. The value of existing real estate skyrocketed. Belle Haven Inn, built in 1887, sold for
$500,000, well above its 1914 purchase price of $35,000.1
Land sales slowed and then halted in the fall of 1926, and life in
Sarasota changed from glorious to bleak. After the real estate bust,
a group of businessmen approached John Ringling with the idea of
moving the circus’s winter quarters to Sarasota from Bridgeport,
Connecticut. The move to Florida, they argued, would save the circus money since the animals would be able to remain outdoors during the winter months. The county commissioners provided the
circus with 160 acres and tax incentives. In exchange, the circus
provided free advertisement for Sarasota in the circus programs
and on the circus train. Following its 1927 national tour, the circus
moved to Sarasota and resided in town from December through
March every year until its move to Venice in 1959. The circus was an
economic godsend for the city, sustaining local merchants and
drawing visitors to the area to see practice performances. Over the
years, the circus provided Sarasotans with seasonal jobs as carpenters, canvass makers, and seamstresses.2 The circus eased some of
Sarasota’s economic hardships but it was not enough to protect the
city from the devastation of the Great Depression.

1. The Sarasota and El Vernona (now John Ringling Towers) Hotels, the First
Bank and Trust Company, the American National Bank Building, Whitfield
Estates, Cherokee Park, and Sapphire Shores were all constructed during this
four-year period. See Sarasota Herald, November 20, 1925; Karl H. Grismer, The
Story of Sarasota (Tampa, 1977), 215.
2. David Chapin Weeks, Ringling: The Florida Years (Gainesville, 1993), 41, 73-74,
91, 150; Gene Plowden, Those Amazing Ringlings and Their Circus (New York,
1967), 169-71; Pete Schmidt, “John Ringling and His Impact on Sarasota,” Sarasota Life, Volume I (December 1970), 15; Grismer, Story of Sarasota, 244; and
Ernest J. Albrecht, A Ringling by Any Other Name: The Story of John North Ringling
and His Circus (Metuchen, N.J., 1989), 289.
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Contradictions characterized Sarasota’s history during the
1930s. Despite the decade’s dire conditions, the city’s population
increased by almost fifty percent and public services were expanded and improved. Prominent people, such as former president of the United Press International Karl Bickel, and Crosley
Radio Corporation owner Powel Crosley, Jr., built homes in Sarasota and contributed to the area’s growth. By the end of the decade, the city’s Visitors’ Guide ranked the county among the
wealthiest in the United States.3
Sarasotans weathered the depression in part by producing
much of their own food, especially fruits and vegetables, and by using the barter system for payment of goods and services. Arthur Esthus, owner of Esthus Transfer Service, transported travelers’
baggage or household goods and often accepted payment in the
form of produce or household items. According to his son Pete,
“By 1935, along with other items of furniture, we owned an electric
refrigerator and a player piano. We never knew what Dad would
bring home next.“4 Gordon Higel, a long-time Sarasota resident,
likewise remembered that a lot of people bartered during this cashpoor period. Audrey Albritton Causey recalled that she was unaware of the depression since her grandfather grew enough fruit
and vegetables to sustain his immediate family and help his relatives and neighbors. The family raised chickens and ducks and produced milk, cream, butter, and cottage cheese from its two milk
cows. “We didn’t know what the depression was all about because
we had everything there on the place that we needed.“5 Karl Albritton, a local citrus grower, was not adversely affected by the depression although the citrus industry did have its ups and downs. His
family always had plenty of food and he was able to pay his employees two to three dollars a day.6

3. According to the 1945 census, Sarasota’s population was 8,398 in 1930 and by
1940, the city had grown to 11,141 citizens. Florida Department of Agriculture,
Seventh Census of the State of Florida, 1945 (Tallahassee, 1946), 84; Sarasota Chamber of Commerce, Sarasota Visitors’Guide 1939 (Sarasota, 1939), 27.
4. Bernice Brooks Bergen, Sarasota Times Past: A Reflective Collection of the Florida
Gulf Coast (Miami, 1993), 88; Pete Esthus, interview by author, October 6, 1995,
Sarasota, tape recording.
5. Gordon Higel, interview by author, October 6, 1995, Sarasota, tape recording;
Audrey A. Causey, interview by Dottie Davis, July 31, 1980, transcript, p. 5, Sarasota County Department of Historical Resources (hereinafter SCDHR).
6. Karl Albritton, interview by author, October 14, 1995, Sarasota, tape recording.
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As Sarasota’s number one industry during the decade, tourism
was essential to the city’s financial health. During the 1930s, Sarasota— self-proclaimed “Florida’s most attractive city”— continued
to attract winter visitors, as did St. Petersburg and Miami, two of the
state’s popular resort cities.7 Sarasota’s climate, beaches, sport fishing, hunting, two excellent golf courses, professional baseball
spring training, and other outdoor activities made the city an attractive winter destination. The city was also able to offer cultural
activities and entertainment. In addition to the performances at
the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus Winter Quarters, tourists enjoyed the John and Mable Ringling Art Museum
and the spectacular Sara de Soto Pageant, which locals compared
to New Orleans’ Mardi Gras. The pageant was an elaborate dramatization of the tragic love between Hernando de Soto’s daughter
and Chichi-Okobee, heir to the Black Heron Indian tribe. The legend, written by George Fleming Chapline, was based on a story
about a young Seminole chieftain who took his own life when his
sweetheart died. Traditionally the event lasted three days, and Sarasotans dressed in Indian and Spanish garb and participated in a parade, a reenactment of the legend, and a formal ball.8
The depression posed challenges to town boosters who tailored their advertising accordingly: they appealed to financially
strapped potential visitors by claiming it was cheaper to spend the
winter in Sarasota than in the North. They encouraged potential
tourists to “Cancel your coal bills— and cold bills— by substituting
the glorious climate of Sunny Sarasota for those bleak winter
months.“9 Sarasota mimicked St. Petersburg and Miami, both of
which employed sophisticated advertisements to entice winter vacationers. St. Petersburg, nicknamed the “Sunshine City,” hired a
publicity director who used everything from babies to bathing
beauties to sell the city. Miami created a new slogan— “Stay

7. Sarasota Chamber of Commerce, Visitors’ Guide, Season, 1930-31 (Sarasota,
1930).
8. The legend can be found in its entirety in Neal Chapline, Once Upon a Morning
(Franklin, N.C., 1980), 134-39. Variations of the legend were reprinted in the
Sarasota Herald in conjunction with the pageant. Also see Sarasota City Directory,
1930 (Jacksonville, 1930).
9. Sarasota Chamber of Commerce, Visitors Guide, Season, 1930-1931, 5.
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Through May”— and presented summer fashion shows and plays at
the civic theater to encourage visitors to stay longer.10
Despite a burgeoning tourist trade, unemployment posed a
problem. In 1931, a committee on unemployment created by the
Chamber of Commerce confirmed fears that already-scarce jobs
were going to nonresidents. The Chamber urged local companies,
particularly Palmer Farms (which the Chamber found was guilty of
hiring non-residents), to hire Sarasotans. In June, the Chamber
created and distributed pledge cards encouraging potential employers to hire as many additional employees as possible for the last
two weeks of June and the first week of July. The laborers would be
paid twenty-five cents an hour and could be hired through the
county welfare agent. In addition to employing local workers, residents also were encouraged to patronize local businesses. In July,
the Sarasota Herald urged citizens to purchase bread— “the staff of
life”— from the four local bakeries. The editorial claimed that “It is
short sighted for Sarasotans to buy bread baked in other cities,
where the labor employed in its production spends its payroll with
merchants in those other cities.“11 To assist the needy, Sarasotans
also employed charity. At least two benefits to aid the unemployed
were held in November: the “Helping Hand” benefit at the Edwards Theater, which collected about $275, and a championship diamond ball series held at Payne Park between two city teams, the
Gulls and the Tarpons.12
Transiency posed a problem in Sarasota and throughout Florida as unemployed men and women sought jobs and a better way of
life. Transients in Sarasota chopped wood in exchange for a cup of
coffee and some food. The police then gave them a choice of directions— north, south, or east— drove them to the city line, and sent
them on their way. The St. Petersburg Home Patronage Committee
posted signs that read “DO NOT COME HERE SEEKING
WORK— A CITY’S FIRST DUTY IS TO EMPLOY ITS OWN CITIZENS.“13 Miami used its “hobo express” to transport transients on
to the next county.14

10. Raymond Arsenault, St. Petersburg and the Florida Dream, 1888-1950 (Gainesville,
1996), 261; Helen Muir, Miami, U.S.A. (Miami, 1990), 161.
11. Sarasota Herald, July 1, 1931.
12. Ibid., November 29, 1931.
13. Ibid., November 30, 1932; Arsenault, St. Petersburg and the Florida Dream, 257.
14. Arva Moore Parks, The Magic City Miami (Miami, 1991), 130.
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As the major industry, tourism hampered the city’s ability to
deal effectively with the problem of unemployment. Chamber
members considered holding a public meeting to address the issue
but decided to keep quiet about the dire conditions while continuing their efforts to find work for those who needed it. Miami and
St. Petersburg boosters likewise adopted a code of silence, fearing
the loss of tourists. Miami, “play city of the nation,” hid its barefoot
children, while St. Petersburg business leaders banished the word
“depression” from the local lexicon.15
The Sarasota Herald’s New Year’s Day editorial proclaimed better times for the city and county in 1932, and the new year began
on an optimistic note. The newspaper predicted that construction
of the new post office would spur additional growth and a revival in
the real estate market. The new S. H. Kress building generated the
largest building revenue for the year. The three-story steel and concrete building boosted Sarasota’s economy and later became one
of the city’s landmarks.16
In addition to new construction, the city also hosted several
conventions. The Tin Can Tourists (TCT) Convention promised to
bring thousands of people to the city. Sarasota also hosted the Florida Medical Convention and the Florida Federation of Art Convention. The tarpon sportfishing tournament enjoyed another
successful year, Palmer Farms claimed a world record shipment of
celery, and the Boston Red Sox announced plans to hold spring
training in Sarasota. In addition, the TCT, as well as other tourist
groups and local organizations, contributed funds to the unemployment relief committee.17 Unfortunately, the optimism was
short-lived. The Sara de Soto Pageant, an annual event since 1916,
15. Minutes, Sarasota Chamber of Commerce, June 9, 12, 13, 15, and 18, 1931, mss
64, box 2, folder 6, SCDHR; Muir, Miami, U.S.A., 193; Arsenault, St. Petersburg
and the Florida Dream, 262.
16. Sarasota Herald, January 1, July 2 and 5, 1932, January 4, 1933.
17. The Tin Can Tourists were winter visitors who traveled in trailers. They were
middle-aged or older and represented most trades and professions. Many were
retirees. Three theories exist as to the origin of the name. One theory alludes to
their habit of eating from tin cans. A second holds that their trailers looked like
tin cans. A third claims that the travelers put tin cans over the car’s radiator cap
to identify themselves as club members. Sarasota recognized the value of the
TCT who met in Sarasota County from 1919 until 1937, and a local chapter was
established January 7, 1921. See Bernice Brooks Bergan, “The Story of Sarasota’s Tin Can Tourists,” Times Newspaper; December 30, 1990, newsclipping in
Tin Can Tourist file, SCDHR; Sarasota Herald, March 18 and 23, April 4, 1932,
January 2 and 3, 1933.
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was discontinued. Despite new revenue realized from the recently
legalized pari-mutuel wagering at the dog and horse tracks, the city,
burdened by a $6 million debt, could not afford it.18 In addition to
abandoning local traditions, the city cut salaries by ten per cent
and decreased its operating expenses by more than $60,000. Even
the Chamber of Commerce struggled. In December, unable to pay
the principal or interest on its building, the Chamber deeded the
property back to the Bank of Sarasota.19
Nineteen thirty-three and 1934 proved difficult for Sarasota,
particularly for public education. Throughout the state, subjects
considered “nonessentials,” such as art, music, home economics,
physical education, and manual training, were eliminated from the
curriculum. Forced to cut expenses, the local school board eliminated payment of private transportation to and from school. No
savings was too small. The board cancelled the ten dollars T. L. Williams received each month to transport his four younger children
to Booker School, Sarasota’s school for black students, because he
had an older son who worked at the school as a janitor and the children could ride with him.20
Desperate to save money, the board closed the schools on February 24, 1933, and reopened them on a tuition plan. On February
27, 750 white children registered on a tuition plan of three dollars
a month for elementary school students and five dollars a month
for high school students. Class size decreased by fifty percent with
the implementation of the tuition plan; classes were combined and
the students completed eight months’work in seven, thus complying with the rules of the Southern Association of Accredited
Schools. The school board also ended the school year early. Sara-

18. Pari-mutuel wagering at dog and horse tracks was legalized in 1931. Florida’s
sixty-seven counties shared the revenues equally. Sarasota Herald, July 9, 1932;
Del Marth and Martha J. Marth, eds., Florida Almanac, 1990-1991 (Gretna, La.,
1990), 58. Pari-mutuel betting and illegal gambling provided a big boost to
Miami’s economy as well. Muir, Miami, U.S.A., 180-90; Ann Armbruster, The Life
and Times of Miami Beach (New York, 1995), 58.
19. The city’s indebtedness was the result of unpaid bonds passed for street
improvements and unpaid taxes and property assessments, some of which dated
back to the bust years of 1925-29. See Sarasota Herald, June 13, 1930, November
30, 1931. For city budget cuts and fiscal difficulties, see Ibid., January 2 and 3,
1933; and Minutes, Sarasota Chamber of Commerce, December 14, 1932, mss
64, box 2, folder 6, SCDHR.
20. Charlton W. Tebeau, A History of Florida (Coral Gables, Fla., 1971), 399; Sarasota
Herald, January 4, 1933.
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sota High School closed on April 20; the three elementary schools
did not close until May.21
The 1933-34 school year also represented a low point for the
Ringling School of Art, which had been founded two years earlier
as a branch of Southern College (now Florida Southern College)
in Lakeland. Thirteen day students and one dormitory student registered for the fall semester. President Verman Kimbrough assembled the faculty and presented them with an ultimatum: they could
move their families into the empty dorms or look for other jobs.
The faculty agreed unanimously to move into the dorms. Remarked one faculty member: “Nobody had any place to go anyway.”
Kimbrough aggressively recruited potential students, and when
school opened in the fall of 1933, forty-six students resided in the
dorms. Nevertheless, the school was required to make further
economies, In 1934, the school eliminated the junior college and
music courses to concentrate solely on art. During the 1934-35
school year, teachers received five months’salary out of eight; the
following year they received seven months’ salary.22
Like other southern cities, Sarasota benefitted from New Deal
work and relief programs. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) funded several projects which provided work for Sarasota’s unemployed. The Washington Boulevard sewer project,
which employed an average of thirty men per day, was completed in
July 1933. By November, two more projects were in progress, with
nine additional planned. Minimum wage on FERA jobs was forty
cents an hour for a thirty-hour work week. The first Civil Works Administration (CWA) checks, totalling almost five thousand dollars,
were distributed to 641 workers. The checks ranged from $3.60 to
$12, averaging less than $7 per check. CWA projects included a tick

21. Sarasota Herald, March 1 and 30, April 18, 1933.
22. The Ringling School of Art was originally a junior college that offered both art
and business classes. Dr. Ludd M. Spivey, president of Southern College,
approached John Ringling with the idea of the school. Spivey purchased the Bay
Haven Hotel for the amount of the back taxes and insurance, and Ringling’s
contractors did the renovations. In 1933 the faculty, angered that monies generated by the school were being sent to pay salaries on the Lakeland campus, petitioned for the school to become independent of Southern College. The petition
was granted and the Ringling School of Art received an independent charter on
May 14, 1933. See Ringling School of Art and Design file, SCDHR; Sarasota Herald Tribune, October 4, 1964 (faculty quotation); Robert E. Perkins, The First Fifty
Years— Ringling School of Art and Design, 1931-1981 (Sarasota, 1982), 5.
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eradication project and repairs to the county courthouse, Ringling
Boulevard, Sarasota Hospital, and Bahia Vista Avenue.23
In an attempt to stimulate trade and goodwill during the slow
summer months of 1933, Sarasota merchants and the Sarasota Herald organized a popularity contest open to all young white women.
When customers purchased an item or paid on an account, they received a certain number of votes to place on their favorite contestant. The young lady receiving the most votes won an all-expensespaid trip to Chicago for the Century of Progress Expedition. Second prize was a trip to Cuba. Interest and participation in the contest helped to settle old bills and generate new business.24
Problems with unemployment and public education did not
deter city boosters from aggressively promoting Sarasota as a prime
tourist destination in the winters of 1934 and 1935. The Sarasota
Herald printed a Mail-It-Away edition of the paper which extolled
Sarasota’s history, its beautiful beaches, fantastic recreational activities, and bountiful wildlife and fish. The paper tried to present Sarasota as the prosperous home of the famous and well-to-do. In
addition to well-known businessmen, Sarasota was home to such
noted writers and artists as “Moon Mullins” and “Alley Oop” creators Frank Willard and V. T. Hamlin; Robert Herrick, author of
Master of the Inn; poet Witter Bynner; landscape artist Adolf Shulz;
and sculptor Adrian Pillars. The paper stressed that most businesses were year-round and not seasonal. Sarasota County supported fourteen commercial dairies, a small but thriving poultry
industry, and a strong plant nursery business. The county boasted
being fifth in the nation for celery production; it also grew strawberries, papaya, pineapple, mangos, guavas, bananas, pomegranates, sugar apples, and natal plums.25
By the mid-1930s Florida’s economy appeared to reach a turning
point, particularly in the resort cities. During the early years of the depression, Miami’s aviation industry had grown, with both American
and Eastern Airlines providing passenger service to and from Miami.
By the mid-1930s tourists from Latin America arrived via Pan American, and northern tourists arrived via Eastern. In addition, both Delta
and National Airlines began serving the city. The first Orange
23. Sarasota Herald, July 7, November 28, and December 3, 1933.
24. Ibid., June 2 and July 2, 1933.
25. Sarasota Herald, December 3, 1933, December 2, 1934. The Mail-It-Away was sent
to members of the Sarasota Tourist Club and past visitors to the city.
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Bowl Football Classic was held on New Year’s Day 1933 and quickly
became a tourist attraction; the parade was added on New Year’s
Eve day in 1936. By 1935, the worst was over for St. Petersburg, too,
as tourism revived the city’s economy.26
The same held true for Sarasota. The Sara de Soto Pageant was
revived in 1935. The Players, Sarasota’s theatrical group, participated in the reenactment of the legend, accompanied by original
music and narrated over a loudspeaker system. The TCT numbered 2,369 and filled 1,004 camping units. The Chamber of Commerce remained active during the year and appeared to be more
financially stable than in previous years. For the first time in several
years, the Chamber was able to pay the dues ($25) required to join
the Florida Chamber of Commerce. The members agreed to allocate $100 for signs at Stickney Point Road and Tamiami Trail to
draw attention to the scenic beach route into Sarasota, and they
agreed to pay the delinquent Tarpon Tournament bill of $200.27
Federal funds continued to support the reviving local economy. FERA employed approximately one hundred men in a beautification project that included cleaning school grounds, parkways,
roads, and public grounds. In October, a Works Project Administration (WPA) project to drain a golf course employed forty men.
The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) arrived in Sarasota in 1935
and made a dramatic impact on Sarasota County by creating Myakka State Park. The park’s approximately 25,000 acres were acquired from three sources. In 1934, the state foreclosed on 6,000
acres in the lower Myakka Lake region. That same year, A. B. Edwards of Sarasota persuaded the Florida Board of Trustees of the
Internal Improvement Fund to purchase an additional 17,000
acres at 37-l/2 cents per acre. To complete the acreage, Potter and
Honore Palmer donated approximately 2,000 acres of Bertha
Palmer’s Meadow Sweet Pastures Ranch.28
26. Arsenault, St. Petersburg and the Florida Dream, 260; Parks, The Magic City Miami,
133.
27. Minutes, Sarasota Chamber of Commerce, January 24, 25, and 30, 1935, March
8, 1932, February 5, April 26, and October 25, 1935, mss 64, box 2, folder 6,
SCDHR.
28. The golf course in question was probably the Bobby Jones golf course. See Karl
H. Grismer, The Story of Sarasota (Tampa, 1946), 244. Beginning in August 1933,
the CCC was actually the first New Deal agency to work in Florida. Its initial
project was the creation of the Olustee National Forest which employed 300
men. Tebeau, A History of Florida, 402; Sarasota Herald Tribune, November 15,
1994; Janet Snyder Matthews, Sarasota: Journey to Centennial (Tulsa, 1985), 132.
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The Myakka project employed between 160 and 210 young
men who worked eight hours a day, Monday through Friday. They
received room and board, and the money they earned (between
$25 and $30 per week) went to their families. Recreational activities included billiards and boxing, and the men could continue
their education by taking classes such as mathematics and bookkeeping. 29
The project included the creation of bridges, firebreaks, an
earthen dam, cabins, outdoor fireplaces, and a pavilion; improvements to Sugar Bowl Road (today’s State Road 72); and reforestation. CCC employees planted 9,900 trees and countless flowers and
shrubs. By the end of the project, more than 100,000 seedlings had
been planted. The buildings were constructed with indigenous materials. The foundations and chimneys were built with Manatee
County hard lime rock. Hand-hewn pine timbers formed the main
framing, and pecky cypress was used for the lighter framing and
doors. Siding material consisted of palmetto logs, and the roofs
were built from hand-riven shingles made from cypress blocks. Myakka State Park was dedicated on February 18, 1941, and opened to
the public on June 1, 1942.30
The city’s economy continued to improve in 1936 and 1937.
Clothiers, grocers, and automobile dealers all registered sales increases. New building permits in 1936 reached heights not seen
since 1927. George L. Thacker, president of the Chamber of Commerce, hailed the current local conditions in the construction industry as “the most sound, and the most promising” in the past
quarter century. “Sarasota, today, is faced with a substantial demand for homes and modern business structures. In fulfilling this
demand, the local building trades are enjoying one of the briskest
summer seasons.“31 By the end of 1937, building in Sarasota had
passed the half-million-dollar mark.32

29. Sarasota Herald, March 3, 1935. Also see Jerrell Shofner, “Roosevelt’s ‘Tree
Army’: The Civilian Conservation Corps in Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly
65 (April 1987), 433, 450.
30. Sarasota Herald, March 3, 1935; Sarasota Herald Tribune, November 15, 1994;
Shofner, “Roosevelt’s ‘Tree Army,“’ 438.
31. Sarasota Herald, December 1, 1936. Building permits and value for 1927 equaled
428 and $470,567 respectively. In 1936, 345 permits were issued at a value of
$383,233. See ibid., April 25, 1937 (quotation).
32. Ibid., January 2, 1938.
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The Municipal Auditorium, built with Works Progress Administration (WPA)
money, opened on February 24, 1938, with three thousand people attending the
Sara De Soto Pageant Ball. Photograph courtesy o/the Sarasota County Department of Historical Resources, Sarasota.

The most spectacular building projects for 1937 and 1938 were
the construction of the Municipal Auditorium and the Lido Beach
Casino, both WPA projects. The creation of the auditorium evolved
from Mayor E. A. Smith’s 1935 proposal to develop a bayfront park.
In 1937, the city purchased thirty-seven acres from a defunct hotel
project for $15,000. To qualify for federal monies, the city had to
guarantee a certain level of funding. A group of prominent businessmen raised $10,000 to acquire a $50,000 WPA grant.33 The
building, which was shaped like an airplane hanger, was designed
by Thomas Reed Martin, a well-known local architect. The city provided the skilled labor through its general fund, and the unskilled
labor was provided by the WPA. Included in the project were the
construction of forty shuffleboard courts, nine tennis courts, two

33. U.S. Department of the Interior, National Register of Historical Places Registration Form, n.d., in Municipal Auditorium-file, SCDHR. The businessmen
included Karl Bickel, Samuel Gumpertz, Ralph C. Caples, R. P. Hazzard,
Michael Cantucuzene, and William G. Selby. See Wilson Stiles to David R. Sollenberger, March 29, 1990, in Municipal Auditorium file, SCDHR.
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grass bowling greens, lighting for night activities, and parking for
800 cars. The total cost of the Bayfront Project was $131,000.34 The
event staged for the grand opening of the Municipal Auditorium
was the annual Sara de Soto Pageant Ball, which drew some 3,000
revelers, on February 24, 1938.35
In January 1938, Chamber of Commerce President Roger
Flory, fearing that Sarasota’s beaches would be overtaken by private
enterprise, moved to preserve some areas for public use. The availability of public beaches would lengthen Sarasota’s tourist season
by making the city a year-round resort. “When our beaches are
properly equipped, there is no reason why a large summer business
should not follow,” stated Flory.36 Mayor Verman Kimbrough negotiated with John Ringling North for 1,300 feet of Lido Beach on
Lido Key which originally belonged to John Ringling and had become part of his estate upon his death in December 1936. The
property was deeded to the city for $35,000, which was then returned to the city for delinquent taxes.37
Bickel recommended architect Ralph S. Twitchell for the
project, and Twitchell’s design appeared in the Sarasota Herald on
July 20, 1938. Next, the city council prepared a project request,
with an estimated cost of $100,000, for the WPA. The federal government gave tentative approval for the construction contingent
upon the city’s ability to provide $40,000 towards the project. The
city voted to issue special beach casino notes to raise the necessary
funds. A special referendum was held on July 19, and the public
ratified the action by more than two to one in favor of the beach
notes, which were quickly snatched up by local residents and interested winter visitors.38

34. “90-HD-9 Report of the Historic Preservation Board on the Proposed Designation of 801 N. Tamiami Trail as Historically Significant Pursuant to City Ordinance 86-3019,” n.d., p. 3; also see Memorandum re 90-HD-9 Report, August 31,
1990, both in Municipal Auditorium file, SCDHR.
35. National Register of Historic Places, Statement of Significance, p. 15. in Municipal Auditorium file, SCDHR. The Municipal Auditorium was officially listed in
the National Register of Historic Places on February 24, 1995. See George W. Percy
to Sarasota Board of County Commissioners, April 4, 1995, in Municipal Auditorium file, SCDHR.
36. Sarasota Herald, January 2, 1938.
37. Ibid., October 30, 1938; Jeff LaHurd, The Lido Casino: Lost Treasure on the Beach
(Sarasota, 1992), 15.
38. Sarasota Herald, October 30, 1938; LaHurd, Lido Casino, 18.
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The Lido Beach Casino, another WPA project, opened to the public on May 23,
1940. Photograph courtesy of the Sarasota County Department of Historical Resources, Sarasota.

Construction began the end of July 1938. The casino complex
consisted of three dining areas, a center building that included a
ballroom and two lounges, a children’s pool, an Amateur Athletic
Union of the United States [AAU] regulation pool, a bath house
with lockers and showers, and thirty-nine cabanas. Built of concrete with large seahorse columns, it was painted in bright tropical
shades. Sarasota County archivist Wilson Stiles considered the casino complex “celebratory architecture-buildings celebrating the
water, air, and light of one of the most beautiful beaches in the
world, and at the same time, proclaiming the emergence from the
gloom of the Florida land-crash and the Depression and the hope
for a new prosperity for Sarasota.“39 The final cost of the casino was
$250,000. The city contributed approximately $150,000 in land,
cash, and materials; the WPA covered the balance. Sarasota’s “quarter million dollar casino” opened to the public on May 23, 1940.40
Also in 1938 the city expanded the Sarasota Tourist Park,
where most of the TCT camped. The park added forty acres to accommodate 2,000 camping units and additional shuffleboard and
39. Quoted in LaHurd, Lido Casino, 9.
40. Grismer, Story of Sarasota, 248; Del Marth, Yesterday's Sarasota (Miami, 1973), 134.
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horseshoe courts. The Tourist Park was a miniature city with its
own fire truck manned by volunteers, an auditorium that seated
2,000 and accommodated 600 couples on the dance floor, a commissary which provided extra milk and bread but did not compete
with Sarasota grocers, and a police officer who directed traffic
within the park.41 With the completion of the Municipal Auditorium, the Lido Beach Casino, and the expansion of the Tourist
Park, the 1930s ended on an optimistic note for Sarasota.
Were the thirties and the depression harsh for Sarasota? It is
true that many people in the city suffered economically during this
period, but many would agree that Sarasota’s economic problems,
like most of the state’s, were the result of the real estate bust of
1926 and not the stock market crash of 1929.42 Two banks closed
during the decade. The Bank of Sarasota was forced into liquidation and placed in the hands of the state banking department, but
the failure of the bank to open on August 29, 1932, caused no noticeable disturbances in the city’s financial circles. Edith Ringling
voluntarily liquidated the Ringling Trust and Savings on May 1,
1933, paying the depositors in full with her own money.43 In contrast, the Palmer National Bank remained strong throughout the
decade.
Sarasota, like Miami and St. Petersburg, survived the depression years for several reasons. When the stock market crashed in
1929, residents noticed little change since they had already experienced serious economic changes and sacrifices during the real estate bust which hit in 1926. Although Sarasota had experienced
substantial growth during the boom it remained, for the most part,
a rural area with celery, citrus, and numerous other fruits and vegetables as economic mainstays. Consequently, many residents were
able to grow their own food for subsistence and for sale. Furthermore, the pleasant climate made Sarasota attractive to businesses
such as the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus. The circus provided employment for local residents during the winter
months and attracted tourists who, in turn, patronized local mer41. Unidentified newsclipping (1938?), Tin Can Tourist file, SCDHR.
42. Tebeau, History of Florida, 393; Higel, interview.
43. The bank’s liabilities totaled $1,244,982.46, with deposits totaling $955,223.13.
See Sarasota Herald, August 29, 1932, newsclipping in Bank of Sarasota file,
SCDHR. Edith Ringling reportedly paid the depositors in full at a personal loss
of $250,000. John F. McCarthy to Dennis Watson, April 24, 1984, in Ringling
Trust and Savings Bank file, SCDHR; Grismer, Story of Sarasota, 221.
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chants. New Deal programs provided work and hope, as they did

throughout the United States. Most importantly, though, the community worked together, not only to provide for those less fortunate, but also to continue the campaign to entice winter visitors
and tourists who were so vital to the area’s economy.
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